EXAMINING THE SOCIAL ORIGINS OF ISLAM AND CHRISTIANITY: A FUNCTIONALIST PERSPECTIVE by Buonincontri, Patrick T
Lehigh University
Lehigh Preserve
Undergraduate Honors Theses and Capstone
Projects Undergraduate scholarship
Spring 2002
EXAMINING THE SOCIAL ORIGINS OF
ISLAM AND CHRISTIANITY: A
FUNCTIONALIST PERSPECTIVE
Patrick T. Buonincontri
Follow this and additional works at: http://preserve.lehigh.edu/undergraduate-theses
This Thesis is brought to you for free and open access by the Undergraduate scholarship at Lehigh Preserve. It has been accepted for inclusion in
Undergraduate Honors Theses and Capstone Projects by an authorized administrator of Lehigh Preserve. For more information, please contact
preserve@lehigh.edu.
Recommended Citation
Buonincontri, Patrick T., "EXAMINING THE SOCIAL ORIGINS OF ISLAM AND CHRISTIANITY: A FUNCTIONALIST
PERSPECTIVE" (2002). Undergraduate Honors Theses and Capstone Projects. 11.
http://preserve.lehigh.edu/undergraduate-theses/11
Examining the Social 
Origins of Islam and 
Christianity: 
A Functionalist Perspective 
Patrick T. Buonincontri 
Senior Thesis 
Department of Sociology and Anthropology 
Lehigh University 
Spring 2002 
Examining the Social 
Origins of Islam and 
Christianity: 
A Functionalist Perspective 
Patrick T. Buonincontri 
Senior Thesis 
Department of Sociology and Anthropology 
Lehigh University 
Spring 2002 
Table of Contents 
Abstract ............................................................................... 1 
Introduction: Anthropological Study of Religion .................... 1 
Cultural Ecology ..................................................................... 2 
Structuralism ......................................................................... 3 
Functionalism ........................................................................ 4 
Use of Functionalism for Analysis of Religion ........................ 5 
Sociological Functionalism ........................................................ 6 
Religious Revitalization ............................................................ 8 
Islam and Christianity: The Influential Social Factors ........... 12 
The Pre-Muslim World ............................................................ 12 
Islam and Social Change ........................................................... 16 
The Pre-Christian World .......................................................... 18 
Christianity and Social Change ................................................. 23 
Conclusion ......................................................................... 26 
References ............................................................................ 28 
The questions concerning the origin of human religions and their function within culture 
are a very complex issue, encompassing both individualistic and societal motivations. Using the 
functionalist paradigm to study religion allows one to examine the sociopolitical, socioeconomic, 
and sociocultural factors that influence the origin of religious revitalization and renewal in 
society. Analyzing the specific social factors that exist in a given society enables one to better 
understand the social environment and how it acts as a catalyst in the formation of belief 
systems. Although the human factor facilitates the creation and practice of religion, the 
individual and group only respond to the social reality of cultural change set before them. This 
demonstrated in such movements as cargo cults and millenarism. 
With the format of sociological functionalism in mind, I will analyze the various social 
elements that not only influenced, but also fostered the creation of Islam and Christianity. In 
applying a ociological functionalist approach to two of the world's mo t widely held belief 
system , I will present evidence to convey that they are inherently similar religion , formed for 
similar reasons in response to harsh short term and long term social change. Therefore, both 
religions were acting as movements of cultural revitalization. 
Introduction: Anthropological Study of Religion 
When thinking about religion, it is difficult to narrow down a specific reason for its 
existence. On one level in examining the indi idual context, the world-structuring beliefs and 
spiritual aspects of religion can alter a person's life significantly. On a societal level, religion 
helps shape cultural economic, and political systems. Working on these two levels, religion acts 
as an integrator, shaping personal belief and harnessing these beliefs to structure society. 
However, this reasoning precludes important questions about the foundation of religion itself. 
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Why do certain belief systems become popular enough to transform into organized 
religions in the first place? On the surface, most religions provide the same basic functions for 
individuals, the provision of moral beliefs, an explanation of the world, and appropriate 
behaviors. However, most religions will never prosper enough to influence a society 
significantly. What are the social aspects that increase a religion's appeal, to both the individual 
and the society as well? And what are the methods through which new and revitalized religions 
reflect current social change, thereby becoming more relevant to a society? 
When examining different aspects of society, one borrows from various theories of 
anthropological thought. Each individual theory has its own reasoning and basis for use. 
Because the purpose here will be an examination of the social components underlying the rise of 
religious movements, functionalism will be the main paradigm applied to the analysis of Islam 
and Christianity. However, it is not the only one that will be applied, as the analysis of 
individual motivation will be attempted as well, which falls under the model of structuralism. 
Presented here are descriptions of a few theories of anthropological thought that can be applied 
to the study of social institutions, making analysis of the origins of religions possible. 
Cultural Ecology 
The paradigm of cultural ecology was developed by Julian Steward. Its focus was upon 
the adaptation of culture to its surrounding environment (McGee 1996: 221). In theory, different 
cultures in a similar environment would develop and utilize the same cultural reactions in 
response to the environment, thus adopting similar cultural practices and features. Although he 
did not believe that all cultures followed the same sequence of development, Steward 
conjectured that cultures could evolve according to one of a set of distinct patterns, dependent 
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upon the environmental conditions (McGee 1996: 221). In short, according to this mode of 
thought, all societal structures and culture are merely environmental adaptations. 
In using the method of cultural ecology, religion is just another cultural adaptation to the 
environment. The examination of religion is therefore interesting insofar as it contains specific 
evidence of environmental influence. For example, if the religion of a culture included things 
such as animal worship and hunting rituals, it could be extrapolated that these are a part of the 
religion as a direct cultural reaction to the ecological characteristics of the environment. 
Unfortunately, an environmentally based paradigm will be of little use in this study, as the actual 
ecological conditions of pre-Islamic Mecca and pre-Christian Judea are not being examined for 
specific cultural responses. Cultural ecology does not delve into the realm of social conflict 
deeply insofar as personal motivation is concerned. Because of this it is inappropriate in 
studying social conditions that influence a religion's appeal. 
Structuralism 
Claude Levi-Strauss was originally one of the main proponents of structuralism. Based 
upon psychological theory, structuralism is the theory that stresses how underlying human 
thought processes operate within the cultural contexts in which they exist. Therefore, all cultural 
phenomena, while not necessarily identical, are the products of the same pattern of human 
thought that exist in all mankind (McGee 1996: 31 0) . By this line of reasoning, within all 
humans there exists a set of "rules" from which culture is formed. Different cultures would 
theoretically rise due to the unique patterning and interaction of these cultural "rules" amongst 
those living in a society. 
Specifically, structuralism may be useful in deciphering the similarities of religions. By 
examining the literature, behavior, and ritual of various religions, the underlying "universal" 
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themes of religion may be better understood. According to structuralism, religion is just another 
means that all humans use to organizing culture. This may useful in studying how a dominant 
religion reflects individual ideals and beliefs in a culture. However, when there is cultural 
disunity or change, the general beliefs and ideals of a culture are not entirely solid. During these 
times, examining the same pattern of human thought is of little value, since this may not explain 
the route of religious change. Structuralism remains only useful in explaining similarities, not 
the differences that religions offer to individuals. Therefore, it is only superficially related to the 
questions posed here about the social functioning of religions' appeal. 
Functionalism 
Functionalism is the theory that society acts as a system of interrelated parts, wherein 
each serves a specific function in the system (McGee 1996: 154). The main founders and 
original proponents of this theory were Bronislaw Malinowski and A. R. Radcliffe Brown. 
Malinowski focused upon the psychological function of social institutions, and how these 
institutions conveyed the psychological and physical needs of people in a society (McGee 1996: 
154). Malinowski was interested in the personal motivation of individuals within a society and 
how cultural constraints affected their lives and goals. 
Radcliffe Brown sought to examine how social institutions maintained the cohesion of 
society. Known as structural functionalists, anthropologists who apply this theory are interested 
in studying the underlying structure of societies and the various social laws that govern them 
(McGee 1996: 154). By studying societal structure and cultures' inherent social laws, one could 
rationalize the various behaviors inherent in a culture. This rationalization is derived from those 
behaviors' relation to the social laws that supercede the structures of social institutions. Thus, 
social behaviors themselves actually hold social structures and institutions in place. 
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Throughout history, one would be hard pressed to find any society where not one 
individual held a set of ideas that somehow shaped his/her thought process, way of life and view 
of the world. These structured ideas that form religious belief consist of the reflection of the 
culture from whence they came specifically the reflection for those who hold them. Therefore, 
in examining any religion, one is also analyzing the society that it belongs to, along with the 
entailing components of politics, economics, and the culture that form the society. It is likewise 
possible to understand a religion's ideological and practical basis by examining those same 
social components. Since the questions posed here reflect the interdependence not only of social 
systems, but also the related function of those systems, functionalism is the most appropriate 
paradigm in studying the various roles religion plays in society. 
Use of Functionalism for Analysis of Religion 
Although for the purposes here, functionalism is most appropriate for religious 
examination, it is by no means a flawless tool for analysis. By examining religion based upon 
socioeconomic, sociopolitical, and sociocultural factors, one must be make sure not to emphasize 
one factor more than another and to not designate one facet of society as more influential upon 
religion, since all social factors contribute to the formation of a belief structure. Further still, 
trying to single out and analyze a specified type of social influence responsible for the creation of 
a religion becomes next to impossible, since social factors such as politics and culture are 
interwoven so much that trying to sort them into singular dominating social forces becomes 
worthless. 
However, in examining something as abstract and complex as 'culture" it is necessary to 
at least categorize specific social influences in order to better understand and analyze related 
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groups of social factors and their functions. Otherwise, trying to evaluate the many smaller 
social parts in the larger whole makes comparison and analysis a daunting task, as ordering 
becomes difficult. Therefore, breaking down social influences into specific parts is done not 
only just to make sense of details, but to also examine the integration of all these influences into 
the singular society. In this case, that integration is mirrored through the functioning of religious 
practice and its ideals. 
Since religion cannot be understood fully on its own terms without the accompanying 
social factors, a definition of the social functionality of religion is needed. Many anthropologists 
in the past have tackled the topic of religion, with varying degrees of scale and detail. Some 
have focused mainly on the individual psychological aspects (structural paradigm), while others 
have examined on the social function of specific rituals. The purpose here will be a focus on a 
larger scale, specifically the examination of the integration of social factors that forms the basis 
for the functionality of religion to both the practicing group and individual. By doing this, the 
larger principles that comprise this functionality of religion can thus be seen in the economic, 
political, and cultural factors it reflects and encompasses in a given society. 
Sociological Functionalism 
Of course, it would be foolish to take the ideological basis and personal motivation out of 
religion itself, for the "religious factor" is what supplies the energy for its rise iebuhr 1987: 
71). The trouble with materialism is that it reduces human action to one dimension (Pipes 1983: 
6). One cannot dismiss the impact religion has psychologically upon individuals, the ones that 
create and hold the very ideas and behaviors that constitute it. For these individuals, it is simply 
not enough to presume that they prescribe to a set of beliefs because they reflect the society and 
culture in which they exist. This would be shortsighted, not taking into account personal choice. 
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Even though the social, political, and economic situational factors supply the focus for any 
movement's direction, they do not supply the energy for it. Any driving force of a religion is 
found in people, more specifically a group of individuals banded together, at least in spirit. 
Therefore, what must be taken into account as well is the experience of individuals. 
Precisely what do they gain from the practice of such strict and often socially restrictive beliefs? 
Just what motivates individuals to adhere to beliefs and practices that sometimes restrict access 
to resources, or impact their social status, thereby limiting the choices they have in life? Is it 
truly just a way for individuals to explain their unknown world, or is something else at work? 
Why would the masses, as Marx put it, accept the "opiate" of religion? 
For the answer, we must turn towards sociological theory, and Victor Turner's concept of 
communitas. Communitas is the sense of belonging, community, and protection that one gains 
from association with others. It is a "generalized social bond" that occurs when individuals with 
similar beliefs decide to come together, whether through a simple ritual or a set of commonly 
held religious beliefs (Turner 1995: 96). Acting as a means of binding people together, the 
feeling of communitas represents the basis of a social bond, as it acts to provide a group of 
people with a similar experience, represented through shared beliefs, behaviors, and actions. 
Thinking along these lines, the psychological structure of religious belief may be 
understood, at least on the social level. Although religion may exist in society to preserve and 
uphold the economic, cultural, and political systems, the behaviors and beliefs to preserve them 
are predicated upon their obedient agreement by a group of people. This obedience, in fitting 
with the current social order, is entirely dependent upon the personal practices and beliefs of a 
large number of individuals. The feeling of communitas is the guiding force that acts as the 
practical influence in adhering to any set of religious beliefs and practices. 
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... 
This influence of religion and the entailing feeling of cornmunitas act as the adhesive 
force to enable the grouping of individuals' thoughts into a common belief structure. From tllis, 
a collective mentality of sorts can arise within those in the religious group reflecting the 
morality, cultural norms, political ideals, and economic practices of their society. This 
consciousness permeates the society in the form of commonly held thoughts and is supported 
through physical objects, custom art, literature, etc. One must remember however, that this is a 
recursive system, whereby a constant feedback system is in place. As religion functions to 
uphold the cultural, political, and economic practices of a society, these practices in tum must 
abide within the beliefs and ideals set forth within a religion. In tum cultural political, and 
economic practices must be reflected within religious practice. It is an ever-changing system, 
another example of various parts of society seamlessly blending together and reinforcing one 
another. But what happens when an existing religion no longer reflects the society from which it 
arose, and the feedback system between societal practices and religion breaks down? 
Religious Revitalization 
As stated previously economic cultural, and political systems are always in flux, and 
along with them the current religious beliefs. Religions must remain socially relevant for them 
to be continually practiced, or else change takes place, in the form of revitalization, a shift in 
current religious beliefs, or the creation of an entirely new set of religious beliefs altogether. 
Whatever way it happens, social change inevitably leads to religious change. Those 
needs of the people that are not being met, be it economically, politically, or culturally will be 
reflected in the religious change that will follow. A new religion's "salvation" will come in the 
form of fulfilling both the emotional needs as well as the practical worldly needs of the ' socially 
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disinherited" (Niebuhr 1987: 73). If we examine the rise of new belief systems and cults, we can 
see this "salvation" is exactly the goal of these movements. 
Cargo cults, in general, had their origins based upon economic change, or at least the 
belief that it would occur. Cargo cults arose on islands in the Pacific, where the natives had 
some contact with Western culture. Those in the various cargo cults believed that a supernatural 
increase of food supplies would occur after a great disaster, with the goods arriving in the form 
of Western cargo (Malefijt 1968: 333). After being exposed to various Western goods, the 
followers of these cargo cults believed that they could gain access to these goods through 
ancestral spirits. Rituals designed to bring the Western goods to members of the cults were 
practiced frequently. This is an example of a drastic shift in economic need (the desiring of 
Western goods) in shaping new religious beliefs. 
Malefijt describes one such failed cargo cult that arose just before World War I on the 
island of Sabai, known as the German Wislin (Malefijt 1968: 334). The leaders of this 
movement promised its followers a ship would arrive filled with various Western goods, 
including weapons to kill the British who currently occupied the island. However, the date for 
the ship's arrival passed. After the postponed date also passed, again with no ship arriving, the 
cargo cult soon disbanded. This cargo cult arose because of economic need (Western goods) and 
political need (expelling the British). However, since these needs were not met, the cult could 
not continue, since its beliefs were not sustaining the social and emotional needs of its followers. 
Other cargo cults also had similar goals, however some survived longer due to their 
flexible nature. For example, social change precipitated the rise of the Taro Cult ofNew Guinea 
in 1914. The basic tenets of this Taro movement were to encourage friendliness and cooperation 
amongst the cult members (Malefijt 1969: 337). This was important, since cult members 
belonged to different and previously hostile tribes. Feasts now took place within previously 
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unfriendly villages, which stressed the changed social relationship amongst the tribes. The social 
order was changed, as unity and cooperation arose for a common interest, which came in the 
form of hatred for the "white invaders." Here both social and emotional needs were met because 
of the religion's flexibility, and therefore its practice continued. 
Millenarism is a type of religious movement that strives for a better world through social 
and political change. It is a communal struggle for greater political participation or 
independence (Malefijt 1968: 339). An exan1ple ofmillenarism occurred in North America, in 
the form of the ghost dance. The various forms of the ghost dance promised ative Americans a 
return to their old form of life, and the expulsion of invaders, the "white man. ' The great social 
and economic change brought upon Native Americans following American colonization and 
expansion created the need for a religion to counter it, if due to nothing else than emotional ties 
to the past. 
The Ghost Dance of 1870 originated in Nevada and was based upon the belief that the 
Great Spirit would return to earth along with the spirits of the dead, resulting in a cataclysm that 
would eliminate the white men, and bring forth a paradise (Malefijt 1969: 344). This could be 
hastened by a 1itual dance, which included songs believed to be supernatural in nature. The 
ghost dance movement spread throughout many Native American tribes, reflecting the common 
Native American sentiment of need for social and political change. This change did not occur, 
and consequently the various ghost dance movements eventually either faded away or morphed 
to include a new set of goals and ideas. 
Sudden cultural change can produce new religious sects, move1nents and revivals, as the 
cargo cults and ghost dance movements both demonstrate. This cultural change can occur at any 
time period, and in any degree of cultural modernization. In orth America, World War II was 
an event that affected most Americans at least indirectly. Following the war American culture 
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shifted dramatically in various directions, especially in the sociocultural area. According to 
Robert Wuthnow (1986), this sociocultural shift occurred due to changes in the realm of science. 
To accommodate the U.S.'s new role as a world power and leader of science and technology a 
vast expansion in the education system was needed to support it (Wuthnow 1986: 11). This 
expansion was accompanied with increased sentiment for equality, which came in the form of 
more liberal attitudes, support for civil liberties, and declining levels of prejudice on all levels. 
However, most traditional U.S. religions did not fit entirely well with these new cultural norms, 
and subsequently, general interest in religion decreased. In their place arose new religions to 
better capture the ideals of the evolving culture. More esoteric religions and movements 
emerged across the U.S., a few examples being the Church of Scientology, various Zen Buddhist 
movements, the Unification Church, and movements more "social" in nature such as the Beatnik 
and Hippy movements. 
Cults, sects, and other tangential religious movements are titled so because their 
acceptance is initially by a minority of the population. The practices and beliefs of these 
individuals do not usually fit with the current "popular" sociocultural, sociopolitical, and 
sociocultural ideals in which they exist. However, for these individuals, their beliefs and 
behaviors are a way of reflecting their opinion of the current social world in which they exist. 
On a larger level, these beliefs and behaviors interact with society recursively, as mentioned 
earlier. All major religions in the world today began as cult movements and grew in this way, as 
a reaction to the changing social world and its politics economics, and culture. 
The social origin of two major world religions will be analyzed here, Islam and 
Christianity, with the aforementioned social factors being taken into account. These social 
factors, with their inherent individualistic reasoning, will be shown as the guiding force in 
creating and fostering the growth of these two belief systems. Besides this, the specific social 
11 
factors surrounding the creation of both religions will be examined, with the formation of both 
religions being revealed as a reaction to the influence of drastic economic, cultural, and political 
change. An examination of the origins of Islam and Christianity will reveal how they functioned 
as religious renewal and cultural revitalization movements in their respective cultures. 
Islam and Christianity: The Influential Social Factors 
Based upon the functionalist view of religious revitalization previously outlined, the 
influential factors that both socially spurned individuals and consequently influenced the 
formation of Christianity and Islam will be examined. The historical origins will be analyzed, 
including the accompanying socioeconomic, sociopolitical, sociocultural, and essential 
psychological factors that that allowed for the creation of these two religions. The revitalization 
theory defined by functionalism will be used as a frame in which to draw upon the similarities 
that accompanied the creation of both Islam in Mecca and Christianity in Judea. 
Particularly, the common themes that will be drawn upon are the preceding influential 
events that occurred in the pre-Muslim and pre-Christian world. In both instances, several 
similarities can be seen, specifically a shift in former religious practices, an unstable political 
system, a shift in economic practice, and a change in cultural habits. These conditions created a 
generally insecure environment for its inhabitants in both cases, which lead to the formation of 
the new religious belief systems. 
The Pre-Muslim World 
Mecca, located on the southwestern coast of Saudi Arabia off of the Red Sea, was the 
location where Islam was founded. The time period discussed here is the 6th century leading up 
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to the creation of Islam in 61 0 and the few decades thereafter. The Mecca of Muhammad's 
youth and early manhood was a very unstable region, which had changed dramatically in the past 
decades and was still changing dramatically. This occurred largely in the economic realm, which 
in tum was influential in causing religious and cultural change. 
The most important change in the economic structure of Mecca can be seen in the change 
from a nomadic lifestyle to commerce (Watt 1961: 5). The original settlers of Mecca were a 
tribe of pastoral nomads known as the Koreish, who founded the village around 400 A.D. Now 
settled down for the purposes of commerce, the Koreish were involved in heavy caravan trading, 
mainly exporting leather and tanned hides (Wolf2001: 104). Although traders now, the 
merchants of Mecca were not that far removed from their pastoral past. Muhammad's 
contemporaries could not have been more than a generation removed from those that were at 
least partially dependent on pastoralism, as the main expansion of Meccan trade did not occur 
until the few decades before 610 (Watt 1961: 6). This important economic change would affect 
the entire society. 
Caravan trading introduced a new idea into Meccan society, credit. Since the larger 
caravans could contain as many as 2,500 camels, the capital needed to invest in these operations 
was gathered through credit institutions (Wolf 2001: 104 ). Although credit existed largely in the 
society, money was not a widely available commodity. Issues concerning credit, pricing, and 
wages established new relationships between individuals and groups not seen before. These 
relationships eventually developed into trading alliances and sometimes trade monopolies. The 
"functional units' of Meccan society were no longer clans or localized kin groups, but rather 
clusters of rich merchants and their families (Wolf2001: 106). 
The accumulation of wealth in certain clans of the Koreish divided the people into rich 
and poor. A social class system stemmed from this, which divisions included groups of slaves, 
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mercenaries, merchants, middlemen, wage workers, and debtors. Due to commerce 
development, Mecca's social order changed from one determined by kinship, and developed into 
something new, a society based upon dividing society into classes based upon wealth (Wolf 
2001: 1 05). The new social stratification was not the extent of the new economy's effect, 
however, as soon kinship and clan relations were strained. 
While rich merchants increased their wealth and focused upon commerce more they 
gradually began to disregard their obligations towards the poorer members of their own clans and 
families (Watt 1961: 7). Most likely in the beginning of the commercial ventures of Mecca, the 
capital used and gained was communal according to clan, but eventually the administrators kept 
all of the profits for themselves (Watt 1961: 7). The wealthy probably gained a sense of security 
in their relatively new wealth, while the other Meccan people had no such security. This was 
acutely felt due to the breakdown of kin and clan relations, which resulted in the loss of a sense 
of"community," and a breakdown in cultural customs that were once tradition (Watt 1961: 8). 
In a way, the new trade alliances and monopolies created lineages of their own, devoid of the 
traditional family based kinship system. 
The religious environment prior to Islam also indicated an environment ripe for reform. 
Mecca was originally built around a shrine that had long been a center for pilgrimage, with a 
certain area of the settlement considered sacred (Watt 1961: 6). Once commerce was set in 
Mecca, change in religious practices soon followed. The leading Koreish held not only the 
highest positions in the economic system, but the highest positions in the religious system as well 
(Wolf 2001: 1 08). Religious positions were held in a monopolistic manner, as they were handed 
down to the firstborn male in the descent line. 
The central shrine in Mecca, Kaaba, was stressed as the Meccan source of power. As 
other local shrines were abandoned and worship became more centralized, the emphasizing of 
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one deity above all others increased (Wolf2001: 110). One deity in particular, a guardian of 
social relations, was beginning to be focused upon more. Due to the stratification and increase in 
the predominance of patron-client relationships in Mecca, the god in whose name oaths were 
honored and contracts fulfilled became very popular. Named Allah, this god became the 
predominant deity worshipped in Mecca, whom eventually would become the one God of Islam. 
Politically, Mecca and the surrounding region were very unstable. In Mecca, the political 
power resided in those with the most economic power. In theory, it was a town council that 
decided general policy, made alliances, and made trade agreements with foreign leaders. Despite 
their practices, the council had no direct legislative power (Wolf 2001: 111 ). Although Meccan 
society was moving away from reliance on kinship ties, the basis for power was still based upon 
kinship. One of the only means of social control was through refusal to grant protection to the 
accused. This meant that a blood feud could develop between the powerful Koreish and any 
potential culprit of law breaking. However, the law was maintained only by the unwillingness of 
potential culprits to endanger themselves to the Koreish leaders. Acting as a responsive 
technique, it was a poor deterrent to law breakers. 
Defensively, the semi-pastoral, but commercial settlement of Mecca had to be aware of 
other nomadic clans, groups, invaders etc. To protect themselves, the Koreish people had to 
continue to emulate the social organization of nomadic groups, to ensure a system of security 
(Gellner 1981: 21). However, once the kinship system of pastoralism was fading in Mecca, with 
the new commerce based syste1n of relations taking its place, there was no longer the same 
guarantee of protection from one's clan or kin group, as their reliance and importance had 
dissipated. In the nomadic way of life, order was maintained in the countryside by those local 
groups defined by kinship with little to no political stratification existing between the various 
clans (Gellner 1981: 29). Within the trading community ofMecca, this function of order and 
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protection all but vanished. Because of this, security was not a constant condition to those 
individuals in Mecca. 
Islam and Social Change 
Islam and its practice provided a cure to many of the problems facing Mecca that 
occurred due to its shift from pastoralism to commerce. In a way, Mecca produced both the 
problems and the cure for its dilemmas. With a settlement based upon trade, social classes 
developed in Mecca. With the development of social classes came for the first time social 
stratification, and it was from this that Islam originally spread. The bulk of Muhammed's first 
converts were debt slaves, wage workers, and other poor people, including Muhammed himself, 
who may have been a Koreish client (Wolf2001: 107). The economic downtrodden needed 
change, and Islam provided it for them. 
The social position of Islamic converts consisted of those who felt the current economic 
situation put them at a disadvantage. Several of the earliest followers were close relatives of the 
leaders of influential clans. It is possible they were attracted to Muhammed and his anti-
monopolistic policies, because although they were related to those rich monopolists, they were 
excluded from the most profitable ventures (Watt 1961: 12). Besides them there were men from 
other clans and families who were impoverished as a result of the monopolies run by the rich 
merchants (Watt 1961: 12). The majority of followers during the Meccan period of Islam fit into 
this group. 
Religiously, Islam accomplished a few important things. It centralized Mecca as the sole 
religious center of worship for the area. More importantly, it completed the trend towards the 
worship of the single deity that governed non-kin relations and obligations, Allah (Wolf2001: 
115). By adhering to Islamic law, one implicitly made a decision with no consideration of kin. 
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The shift away from kin relations and law put an end to the trouble that was caused by keeping 
both kin and commerce relations intact. Specifically, the Muslim holy book of Koran reminded 
its followers that on the Day of Judgment having wealth and powerful kinsmen meant nothing 
(Watt 1961: 11 ). Muslims automatically had a new set of relations that they could rely on, that 
being the network of all other Muslims. 
Politically, the unstable trading town of Mecca was solidified through Islam. Elements of 
state power gradually developed, as the teachings of the Koran now offered precedents for 
behavior, thought, and social law (Wolf2001: 117). The importance of blood feuds was 
eliminated since they were based upon kinship power, and therefore now became subordinate to 
state power. Islam provided for a complete program for ordering society, specifying exact goals 
and punishments (Pipes 1983: 11). Besides this, the newly established state system was capable 
of showing force in both defense and punishment, and because of this taxes could be collected 
from both Muslims and non-Muslims alike (Wolf2001: 118). 
Looking at individualistic motivation for adopting Islamic practices and beliefs, one finds 
the repeating fact that Islam offered a sense of security not seen before due to the lapse in kinship 
and increase in the commerce relations of patron/client. In Medina, where Muhammed 
eventually moved to and where Islam was adopted, raiding was reduced (Watt 1961: 25). As 
tribes became aligned with Muhammed, it became difficult to raid each other since now they all 
fell under Islamic law, and could no longer attack each other without punishment enforced by the 
state. Overall, the rise of Islam in Arabia during Muhammed's time was tantamount to a new 
social factor appearing, this being the development of the large yet closely knit community of 
Muslims (Watt 1961: 26). 
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The Pre-Christian World 
Christianity was established as a religious renewal movement in the Judean region 
between 30-70 A.D. Although one of the world's most practiced religions today, Christianity 
was not largely successful at first, and took a few hundred years to gain a foothold and influence 
in a much larger region. Although Islam had better initial success, the social factors that 
pervaded Judea were not dissimilar to those that influenced the social world of Mecca. The one 
large difference between the two situations was that economic change in Mecca was the catalyst 
that allowed for the creation of Islam, while in Judea, a volatile political landscape was the main 
proponent that affected the economics and culture consequently, which eventually paved the way 
for the Jesus movement and Christianity's introduction to the world. 
When Rome claimed Judea in 63 B.C. after a Jewish civil war, the Hasmonean royal 
dynasty came to an end, and along with it Jewish independence. Roman governors were 
appointed to control Judea, until the Parthians captured Jerusalem in 40 B.C. The Romans 
retook Jerusalem in 37 B.C., naming Herod the Great as a client king of the Romans (Tyson 
1984: 55). 
Herod was a vicious ruler, using a secret service of sorts to do his bidding and kill off 
opposition, which included his own and his wife's family. He intimidated the Jewish aristocracy 
through terror and intimidation, thereby acting against the very classes that were important for 
keeping peace in Judea (Thiessen 1978: 74). His massive building projects, sponsorship of 
Hellenistic cultural projects, and exorbitant gifts to his imperial family resulted in exhaustive 
taxation of the Judean people (Horsley 1989: 76). The Judeans were triple taxed as they gave 
tribute to the Romans, tithes and offerings to the Temple and its priests and paid a separate tax 
to support Herod's spending. The paying of taxes was almost always guaranteed by the threat of 
punitive military force. After Herod's death in 4 B.C., the situation in Judea was turbulent for 
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many months. Herod did nothing to help ease the tensions of Judea, only suppressed them. 
When a new Roman governor was appointed to rule Judea, large-scale revolts broke out, with the 
purpose of gaining independence from Rome (Tyson 1984: 58). 
As the first century continued on, future governors were equally ineffective at governing. 
These heavy-handed rulers attempted to suppress the signs of any revolt, and in doing so 
indirectly created the conditions that created them (Tyson 1984: 60). The Roman military 
presence in Judea did not help especially considering the types of soldiers recruited. Since they 
mostly came from Hellenistic city-states, they shared a deep hatred for Jews, increasing the 
amount of friction that existed (Thiessen 1978: 67). This of course only created a more 
conflictive atmosphere in Judea. 
The volatile political environment had drastic effects on Judea. Revolutionary groups 
soon developed in response to the oppressive Roman rule, the two most prominent groups being 
the Sicarii and the Zealots. Although there were in fact many Jews happy or content with Roman 
rule, by 66 A.D. the nation was ripe for rebellion, thanks in part to the incompetence and 
dishonesty of the previous few governors (Tyson 1984: 61). The rebellion and accompanying 
devastating war lasted until 74 when it concluded with the invasion of Jerusalem and the burning 
of the Temple. Following the war, Judea was once again controlled by Roman governors. 
To say that the political landscape of Judea was unstable would be a vast understatement. 
It was not possible to achieve a permanent balance between the different structures and forms of 
Judean government (Thiessen 1978: 67). The Roman political structure clashed with both types 
of governance set up in Judea, the priestly aristocracy (theocracy) and the monarchies of either 
the Hasmoneans or Herod and his successors (Thiessen 1982: 20). As the aristocracy's influence 
decreased due to the Roman leaders' oppressiveness, so was their ideological power in 
persuading the lower classes of Jews to be tolerant and generally obedient to Roman rule. The 
19 
theocracy of the Sanhedrin was slowly coming to an end, creating a void in the consolidation of 
religion and government, and the need for a new type of theocracy. A theocratic replacement 
was needed for the purposes of instilling a stable government and the kingdom of God (Thiessen 
1978: 76). 
The need of the Romans to create social unity among its diverse nationalities was the 
cause of much of the conflict between themselves and the Jews (Tyson 1984: 41 ). This had been 
the cause of the Hasmonean War in 167 B.C., which occurred when the Romans attempted to 
introduce and integrate the worship of the Roman god Zeus. The attempt to influence the Judean 
culture with Hellenis1n would not be always met with such staunch defiance, however. Over the 
centuries that followed, this caused great internal conflict to the Jewish people as well. Although 
the Jews and their religious practices were being oppressed by the Romans they were not unified 
as a group, especially in the first century. When the Romans tried to integrate Hellenistic 
practices with the Judean people, different groups eventually emerged, all trying to preserve 
Jewish cultural identity in the face of its threatened loss (Thiessen 1982: 32). However, these 
groups reacted differently, with differing ideologies and strategies for living with Roman rule. 
This caused an "identity crisis" of sorts within the Jewish people (Horsley 1989: 23). 
Four of the major Jewish groups that had differing ideologies concerning Jewish life 
included the Sadduccees, Pharisees, Essenes, and revolutionary groups such as the Zealots and 
Sicarii. These cultural renewal groups arose out of the attempted Roman assimilation process, 
which resulted in the intensification of Jewish norms (Thiessen 1978: 87). However, the 
intensification and focus was realized in different ways according to each group. The Pharisees 
were mostly shopkeepers and business people who focused upon both oral and written Jewish 
law (Tyson 1984: 75). The Sadducees rejected Jewish oral law and disagreed with the Pharisees 
and therefore were not popular with the lower classes and peasants (Tyson 1984: 74). The 
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Essenes consisted of communal groups of people who lived in both villages and towns who lead 
monastic lives. Finally, the various revolutionary groups that existed were militant groups who 
wanted to free Judea from Roman rule by force. Although all groups agreed on basic theological 
concepts and certain ethical practices, their life-style, political stance, and belief systems were 
vastly different. Although the vast majority of Judea shared the same religion, cultural unity was 
almost non-existent, as the schism caused competition between the groups. 
Often at times conflict existed between the Jewish aristocracy and the rest of the Jewish 
people as well. This social separation was created due to the fact that the Jewish rulers and/or 
upper class considered themselves a distinct ethnic unit, based in a hereditary system of the high 
priesthood (Horsley 1989: 86). These underlying social differences were one of the reasons for 
son1e of the Jewish revolts. In fact, at the outset of the revolt against the Romans in 66, the 
Jewish people attacked their own rulers as well as the Romans, as the high priestly families were 
considered as "part of the imperial as well as domestic pattern of domination and exploitation" 
(Horsley 1989: 86). Both the Romans rulers and the Jewish theocracy were able to demand 
taxes, tributes, and offerings from the Jewish people, due to the supportive relationship that 
existed between each other. The high priests were protected against competitors through 
dynastic and economic privileges, and individuals could only be admitted into their social status 
through costly (and impractical to most peasants) education in law and religion. Through these 
means the Jewish aristocracy circulated and sustained itself as a group of elites (Thiessen 1978: 
71). 
In particular, the Temple in Jerusalem legitimated the domination of the priestly 
aristocracy, and it was also through the Temple itself that their control was mediated (Horsley 
1989: 88). Economic support from religious practice gained through the people's offerings is 
what allowed them to continue to exert political power over the lower classes. By the first 
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century, in response to a decline in power, the families of the high priests even resorted to 
"predatory" practices against their own people by employing gangs to forcefully collect tithes 
(Horsley 1989: 75). While their religion was supposed to be uniting the Jewish people, it was 
instead dividing them culturally and by class. 
Economic factors were doing their own part in reinforcing class division. Only those that 
possessed capital to invest could benefit from export trade, and therefore the already rich became 
even richer (Thiessen 1978: 41). However, those Judeans that took advantage of commerce 
would have been a very small portion of the population, as the vast majority of people would 
have been peasants who worked the land. Generally, the peasants of any traditional agrarian 
society enjoyed only marginal economic existence, if any at all (Horsley 1989: 88). The 
ecological problems of Judea only compounded matters. In a forty year span during the first 
century B.C., Judea suffered through such catastrophes such as "a drought (65), a hurricane (64), 
an earthquake (31), epidemics (29), a famine (25)," and over-population (Thiessen 1978: 40). 
If one remembers that the Jewish people under Roman rule were paying triple taxes, then 
the economic burden seems very steep. When peasant families could not support themselves due 
to the abundance of taxes paid (which happened often), their only option was to borrow money. 
However, the money-lenders who provided and controlled the credit system were the same rulers 
who were exacting the taxes and causing the economic difficulties in the first place (Horsley 
1989: 89). This system only plunged poor peasants into ever-increasing debt. Some were even 
forced to give up their family inheritance or become wage laborers to the creditors. 
As families either lost their land or came under the power of creditors, the cultural 
environment transformed. Village communities that had existed for many generations were now 
disintegrating due to the creditors taking over land making debtors their virtual slaves, etc. As a 
side effect, confidence in patriarchal authority deteriorated, as fathers could no longer mai tain 
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their family inheritance, and the traditional patriarchal authority of scribes, scholars, and priests 
was questioned (Horsley 1989: 90). Roman rule and the subsequent economic and religious 
changes placed upon Judea had a great effect, as Jewish culture by the first century laid damaged 
and split, resulting in an experience of massive conflict in all social realms. 
Christianity and Social Change 
Although it did not initially have large success at garnering a substantial gathering on the 
same scale as Islam did, it is undoubtedly true that Jesus and his followers attracted many 
followers in Judea. The conviction to the new Jesus movement must have been strong to them, 
as many of these followers felt compelled enough in their beliefs to even give up their homes. 
The separation of the members of the Jesus movement from society and their "rootlessness" was 
a direct response and protest against the existing Jewish social structures and a crippling 
economic system (Tyson 1984: 287). The social response that was Christianity would event~ally 
spread throughout the Roman Empire, and plant itself as one of the most dominant religious 
systems in the world. Originally a minority movement, Christianity, like Islam, had to present 
itself to its followers as a viable solution to Judea's social problems. 
The Jesus movement arose in response to the political tensions that pervaded Judea 
deeply. The belief held in the movement that the "kingdom of God was at hand" could only be 
echoed in Judea, where no solution could be found to heal government problems (Thiessen 1978: 
65). Herod, who had a temple constructed during his life, most likely wanted to "promote 
hin1self as Messiah, the new David" (Thiessen 1978: 74). As for the Jewish aristocracy, their 
concern for a balance of power with the Romans seemed like an alliance to most of the Jews. 
This compromised their power and ideological force as the theocracy (Thiessen 1978: 76). In a 
country where both the Hellenistic monarchy and the Jewish aristocracy created friction in all 
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social realms, the idea of a new theocracy was conceived and promoted by the early Christians. 
The attempted usurpation of Jewish religious power by Herod and the failings of the theocracy 
could only have spurred on the hopes and longing for a true Messiah (Horsley 1989: 22). 
It is very plausible that the Jesus movement was based initially in villages (Galilee) and 
towns, and then later spread into other district towns and cities along trade routes (Horsley 1989: 
120). Those originally attracted to the movement were those of the lower and middle classes, 
probably a majority of those that were trapped in debt. With no longer any ancestral inheritance, 
no financial freedom, and living in an environment where traditional community had broken 
down, those that joined the Jesus movement were presented with an opportunity for change, as 
they had already lost so much. Even though the Jesus movement was Jewish in nature, Gentile 
peasants faced and suffered through the smne economic and social strife as Jewish peasants 
(Horsley 1989: 120). For this reason the inclusion of Gentiles into the movement was not 
problematic. 
One of the tenets of the Jesus movement was the questioning of religious based taxes. As 
mentioned before, political changes made the situation worse for most of the Judeans, and in the 
process shattered cultural values. Along with the already poor, the middle classes were 
threatened with debt and decrease in wealth as well. For farmers, fishermen, and craftsmen, 
there were often good reasons for leaving home and joining the Jesus movement, for economic 
reasons created the patterns of social restlessness necessary for the function of renewal 
movements (Thiessen 1978: 45). 
The various cultural renewal movements of first century Judea, of which the Jesus 
movement was one, did not depend entirely on support of the poor. The marginal middle class 
was an integral part of these movements as well. The middle class reacted with greater 
sensitivity since they were the ones who felt the trends of society the most, and therefore had the 
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most to lose economically in the turbulent society (Thiessen 1978: 46). They were more likely 
to be alienated from the existing social order, and therefore more likely to support those religious 
movements that supported social change (Gager 1975: 103). Because of this the middle and 
lower middle classes were staunch supporters of the various renewal movements. 
However, the nature of early Christianity as a renewal movement was different from most 
of the others, in an important way. The Sadducees, Pharisees, Essenes, and militant 
revolutionary groups all reacted to the confrontation of the Romans by intensifying their own set 
of norms (Thiessen 1982: 33). The problem lied in the fact that an intensification of norms was 
usually coupled with a rejection of those who did not practice the same ones. Because of the 
heightened norms, different renewal groups were aligned against each other, making larger 
Jewish unity impossible. 
With the Jesus movement, there was also an intensification of Jewish law; however the 
message it conveyed was significantly different. Instead of condemning those who did not share 
in their beliefs, the message of the Jesus was geared towards the larger message of humanity and 
not individual differences. This allowed for the acceptance of anyone, resulting in a new 
solidarity, one dependent only on God's grace (Thiessen 1982: 33). Even the socially despised, 
who traditionally found it impossible to honor the norms of Jewish society, could partake in the 
new cultural solidarity offered by the Jesus movement. The teachings of the Jesus movement 
focused upon love for one another (including enemies), selflessness, and forgiveness. These 
directly contradicted what the Judeans had experienced previously, as indebtedness and internal 
cultural strife were rampant. For those who became a part of the local Christian communities, 
the Jesus movement represented a new social order of sorts, as the movement's ideals were 
transferred into the form of' disciplined egalitarian familial communities" (Horsley 1989: 124). 
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The Jesus movement, in both belief and in practice, represented a second chance at life for many 
people. 
Although it wasn't as widely accepted as Islam initially, the internal characteristics of 
Christianity eventually propelled it to become the official religion of the Roman Empire in the 
fourth century. Unlike the Jewish faith, which was inherently linked to the Judean region and its 
history, Christianity had no such national identity (Gager 1975: 140). This important difference 
made Christianity suitable for exportation to all the other parts of the Roman Empire. 
Christianity finally provided the Romans with the way to unite the divergent ethnic cultures, 
ironic considering that the Jesus movement arose from a divergent Jewish culture spurred by 
Roman attempts to unify the Jewish culture with their own. Under Christian teachings, political 
and social differences were accepted. It portrayed the idea of an equal humanity to those who 
still held onto the idea of equal status (Thiessen 1982: 1 09). A new social integration was now 
possible, as Christianity taught a message of achieving peaceful relationships between members 
of different social strata, "characterized by respect, concern, and a sense of responsibility" 
(Thiessen 1982: 109). 
Conclusion 
In the analysis of Islam and Christianity presented here, the human element has not been 
ignored. Individuals are still the driving force behind all social movements, as they are the 
creators, initiators, and agents of social change. If enough individuals share similar thoughts 
about how social change should be executed, then individual thought may tum into collective 
mentality. If this collective mentality happens to be integrated with a belief system, then it 
becomes a religion of essential idealism, reflecting the' concrete and living reality" (Durkheim 
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1915: 225). This "reality" interacts with the individual and religious group, and acts as the 
driving force in shaping religious thought and behavior. The "reality" focused upon here has 
been the pre-existing sociocultural, sociopolitical, and socioeconomic factors that created the 
need for social change. 
Using the functionalist paradigm, an analysis of the origins of Islam and Christianity 
clearly reveals a precipitation of stark social conflict. In both cases, each religion emerged as an 
attempt to revitalize the altered and diminished culture in which it was created. At Mecca, the 
socioecono1nic shift from nomadic pastoralism to commerce caused deterioration in traditional 
cultural values that ultimately resulted in the emergence of Muhammed and his teachings. In 
Judea, it was the aggressive sociopolitical elements of Rome's rule over the Jewish people that 
tore their culture to pieces, resulting in the eventual emergence of the renewal movement of 
Jesus and his teachings. Islam and Christianity may have differences in specific beliefs and 
ritual practices, but their separate yet strikingly similar births as belief systems are intriguing. 
The analysis presented here has not been an attempt to find a singular universal theory for 
the emergence of religion, as to do so would be a very daunting task indeed. Rather, it was an 
exercise in functionalism designed to reveal the social influences behind the formation of two of 
the world's most widely practiced religions. In modem times, usually the differences in religious 
ideals and behavior are focused upon in order to stress the differences of the sociocultural world 
from which they arose. However, if one examines the historical origins of the specific religions 
in question, one will most likely discover that the intricate social reasoning behind their creation 
is more similar than any semantic differences would lead one to believe. 
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